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i n T r O d u c T i O n
A merica’s middle class was once the envy of the world, and the pride of our nation. But as millions still struggle with joblessness and millions more just scrape by paycheck-to-paycheck, the Great Recession has awakened—and 
heightened—the sense that our future is in peril. Today, about half of young 
Americans between the ages of 18 and 34 believe that a fundamental tenet 
of the American dream is broken—each generation will be better off than 
the previous one.
What is driving the shaky 
confidence in our nation’s future? 
To answer that question, we dug 
into the data, struck out across the 
country to talk to young people 
face-to-face and commissioned an 
extensive poll of 18 to 34 year-olds 
on the economic challenges before 
them.
This report describes what we 
found, presenting a comprehensive 
economic picture of the newest 
generation trying to get ahead in 
America, the Millennials. Young 
people today have a solid grasp of 
the situation they face. They know 
that education is key to success and 
they strongly value hard work.  Yet 
they hold no illusions about the 
challenges ahead. 
As these pages detail, there are 
reasons to worry about the future 
of our country. Compared to the 
generation coming of age three 
decades ago, many young people 
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today earn lower wages, but must pay more for health care, child care, and housing. Even as higher education 
is more important than ever to economic success, the price of a degree continues to soar beyond the reach of 
millions. The reality is that it is simply harder to work or educate one’s way into the middle class.  
To explain why, we organize the report into five key areas: jobs and the economy, health care, higher 
education, cost of living, and raising a family. A comprehensive summary of our groundbreaking poll follows.
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While the picture is not pretty in any of our five key areas, it is particularly stark when it comes to jobs and 
income. Unemployment among the youngest adults is almost twice the national average. Almost 60 percent 
of survey respondents said they would rather be working and earning more; not surprising given their falling 
incomes, particularly for less-educated young men. 
While young people show a remarkable belief in the power of postsecondary education and postsecondary 
enrollment numbers, graduation rates are abysmal and there remains a significant achievement gap when 
it comes to race. Rising tuition is taking its toll, sometimes closing higher education’s doors to low-income 
students or forcing them to take out ever-increasing loans. Americans now owe more student debt than they 
do on their credit cards. 
The cost of health care is rising as well, though coverage levels will likely improve over the next few years 
due to recent reforms. In fact, that trend has already started as a million young people joined their parents’ 
insurance plan over the past year. Nevertheless, young adults remain the most uninsured age group in the 
country.
Rent as a share of income is also rising, and the economic downturn has not helped. Almost 40 percent of 18 
to 34 year-olds reported that their personal debt increased in the last four years. 
Raising a family is similarly difficult. While Americans have delayed marriage and kids for a variety of reasons 
in recent decades, the Great Recession has taken a toll as well. The economy has caused one in four young 
people to delay marriage, 30 percent to delay starting a family, and 46 percent to delay buying a house. The 
high cost of child care and lack of paid parental leave (almost 90 percent lack it) make it even harder.
The work of rebuilding the middle class will not happen without a major national commitment to the 
endeavor. But while Millennials express significant anxiety, they also hold immense hope. Indeed, despite the 
dire statistics provided in these pages, almost 70 percent of 18 to 34 year-olds still believe that the American 
Dream is still achievable. It is a belief that holds true across race, gender, and income. This is a generation 
ready to tackle the challenges before them.
After providing a comprehensive analysis of the data and a thorough presentation of our poll of 18 to 34 year-
olds, Dēmos ends this report by offering concrete policy solutions to push forward and rebuild the middle 
class. Young Invincibles, for their part, describes their own pathway to solutions: the launch of a year-long 
public engagement campaign to work directly with young people to develop national and local solutions to 
the economic barriers they face—the Campaign for Young America.
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j o b S  A n d  t h e  e c o n o M y 
 
O ur nation has experienced profound economic change over the last three decades. Globalization, new technologies, and deliberate public policies shifted our economy from the production of goods to the production of knowledge and 
services. As millions of unionized factory jobs moved overseas, our nation 
lost a primary source of middle-class jobs for people without college 
degrees. Less-educated workers now have few options outside of non-
unionized, low-wage service occupations.
The tumultuous economic environment has taken 
a serious toll on young Americans. Paychecks have 
shrunk for all but the best-educated young workers. 
At the same time that the wage premium increased 
for educated workers, our nation decreased its 
investment in education and training—putting a 
college degree out of reach of lower-income and 
middle-class families. These two changes have made 
it ever more difficult for young people to either work 
or educate their way into the middle class.
And then the Great Recession hit, intensifying these 
trends, and raising another major obstacle between 
young people and economic opportunity. Unemployment and underemployment rates for young Americans 
remain dangerously high—a situation that will drag down their earnings for years to come. 
This generation confronts an increasingly polarized economy—characterized by declining job quality for 
less-educated workers and growing inequality. In 1980, a young man with a bachelor’s degree earned roughly 
$9,100 more than a young man with a high school degree. Today, he earns $20,000 more. The trends are 
similar among women: in 1980, a young woman with a bachelor’s degree earned roughly $9,400 more than 
a young woman with a high school degree. Today, she earns $19,000 more. (See the Data Appendix for our 
detailed tables)
 
Without increasing educational attainment and improving job quality at the lowest rungs of the labor market 
this generation will continue to struggle to match their parent’s living standards. As the wage premium on 
education demonstrates and many predict, industries requiring relatively more educated workers will grow 
faster than ones that do not. According to one projection, the majority of the 14 million new jobs created in 
the next decade will require some type of college or training, though often an associate’s degree will suffice.1 
With falling wages and benefits in service-level jobs, the message is clear: right now, the only path to economic 
opportunity for this generation runs through the doors of higher education. 
 
f i n d i n g S  A t  A  g l A n c e
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fA l l i n g  b e h i n d : e A r n i n g S  f o r  yo u n g  w o r k e r S
 
M A l e S  S e e  l A r g e  d r o p  i n  wA g e S
Young men and women experienced dramatically different earnings trends over the last generation. Overall, 
young men lost ground while women’s paychecks grew steadily as more women earned college degrees, worked 
longer hours, and their career opportunities increased.
•	 Median earnings for young 
men who work full-time have 
declined over the course of a 
generation, falling 10 percent 
between 1980 and 2010 (Figure 
1.1). 
•	 Median earnings for young 
women who work full-time 
increased by 17 percent over 
the same period, delivering an 
additional $4,880 more per 
year in their paycheck in 2010 
than in 1980 (Figure 1.1).
•	 The gender gap in pay narrowed 
substantially over the last 
generation. In 1980, young 
women who worked full-time 
earned only 69 percent of what young men earned. By 2010, young women earned almost 90 percent of 
what young men earned. Young women earn less than their male counterparts at every level of education; 
however, some of the narrowing of this gap is due to the much greater increase in the proportion of young 
women with bachelor's degrees than men (Figure 1.1). 
pAy  g A p  b y  r A c e
The racial pay gap is evident among young workers with the widest gap between young Latino and white 
workers.
•	 Median earnings for young full-time 
workers are highest among Asian 
Americans at $43,500, followed by whites 
at $40,000 (Figure 1.2).
•	 The racial pay gap is evident among young 
workers, with African Americans earning 
only 75 cents for every dollar earned by 
young whites, while Latinos earn only 68 
cents for every dollar earned by young 
whites (Figure 1.2).
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figure 1.1 |  M e d i A n  A n n u A l  e A r n i n g S ,  f u l l - t i M e  w o r k e r S ,  M e n  A n d 
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S o u r c e : Dēmos analysis of Current Population Survey Annual Social and Economic Supplement.  All CPS and ACS data extracts from IPUMS, 
Miriam King, Steven Ruggles, J. Trent Alexander, Sarah Flood, Katie Genadek, Matthew B. Schroeder, Brandon Trampe, and Rebecca Vick. 
Integrated Public Use Microdata Series, Current Population Survey: Version 3.0. [Machine-readable database]. Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota, 2010
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A g e S  2 5 - 3 4 ,  b y  r A c e / e t h n i c i t y ,  2 0 1 0  ( 2 0 1 0  d o l l A r S )
S o u r c e : Dēmos analysis of Current Population Survey Annual Social and Economic Supplement
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o n ly  c o l l e g e-e d u c At e d  p u l l  A h e A d
Only workers with at least a bachelor’s degree experienced substantial increases in earnings over the last 
generation.
•	 The median earnings for young 
men without a high school 
diploma are $8,150 less (28 
percent) in 2010 than they were 
in 1980 (Figure 1.3).
•	 Median earnings for young 
women without a high school 
diploma have fluctuated 
modestly with the health of the 
overall economy. As a result, they 
earn less today (down $1,550) 
than in 1980 (Figure 1.3). 
 
 
 
 
•	 Young men with only a high 
school education are earning 25 
percent less today than they did 
in 1980, a loss of over $10,000 
(Figure 1.4).
•	 Young women with only a high 
school diploma earned $2,500 
less in 2010 than they did in 
1980 (Figure 1.4). 
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S o u r c e : Dēmos analysis of Current Population Survey Annual Social and Economic Supplement
figure 1.3 |  M e d i A n  A n n u A l  e A r n i n g S ,  f u l l - t i M e  w o r k e r S ,  M e n  A n d 
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S o u r c e : Dēmos analysis of Current Population Survey Annual Social and Economic Supplement
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•	 The typical earnings for young 
men with some college are 
21 percent below where they 
were in 1980. Their earnings 
dropped steadily between 1988 
and 1991, rose in the late 1990s 
as the economy boomed, then 
dropped again in the early 
2000s (Figure 1.5). 
•	 The typical earnings for young 
women with some college 
are slightly lower (4 percent) 
than they were in 1980. Their 
earnings fluctuated modestly 
throughout the decades, after 
climbing steadily through the 
early 1980s (Figure 1.5).
•	 The typical earnings for young 
men with associate’s degrees 
have dropped 4 percent since 
1991, the first year data was 
collected for this category of 
education (Figure 1.6).
•	 Young women with associate’s 
degrees earn approximately 
the same as they did in 1991, 
declining by 1 percent (Figure 
1.6). 
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figure 1.5 |  M e d i A n  A n n u A l  e A r n i n g S ,  f u l l - t i M e  w o r k e r S ,  M e n  A n d 
w o M e n ,  A g e S  2 5 - 3 4 ,  S o M e  c o l l e g e , *  1 9 8 0 - 2 0 1 0  ( 2 0 1 0  d o l l A r S )
*d AtA  f o r  S o M e  c o l l e g e  i n c l u d e S  t h o S e  w i t h  A S S o c i At e ’S  d e g r e e S  b e f o r e  1991  
S o u r c e :  Dēmos analysis of Current Population Survey Annual Social and Economic Supplement
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S o u r c e : Dēmos analysis of Current Population Survey Annual Social and Economic Supplement
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•	 The median earnings for 
young women with at least 
a bachelor’s degree rose 20 
percent over the last 30 years, 
earning $7,000 more per year 
in 2010 than in 1980 (Figure 
1.7).
•	 Young men with at least a 
bachelor’s degree rose only 
1 percent, an increase in 
earnings of less than $700 
(Figure 1.7).  
 
 
 
 
 
t h e  g e n d e r  pAy  g A p
While a pay gap still exists at all levels of education, much of the growth among college-educated women is 
due to more steady labor force participation and better access to well-paying occupations.
•	 The gender pay gap is 
widest among young 
workers with a high school 
diploma, with women 
earning 77 cents for every 
dollar earned by men 
(Figure 1.8).
•	 The gender pay gap among 
college-educated young 
workers is the lowest of any 
educational level—with 
women earning 84 cents for 
every dollar earned by men 
(Figure 1.8). 
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S o u r c e : Dēmos analysis of Current Population Survey Annual Social and Economic Supplement
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S o u r c e :    
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In Focus: Ex-OFFEndErS
Incarceration rates for young people are staggering, particularly for young males of color. The overall incarceration rate has skyrocketed in the past three decades, increasing from 139 prisoners per 100,000 U.S. residents in 1980 to 502 prisoners per 100,000 U.S. residents in 2009, a 260 percent increase. Radical changes in drug and sentencing laws, along with a decline in employment opportunities in central cities, 
have contributed to the rapid rise in incarceration rates, particularly among young people of color, who make 
up a disproportionate share of prisoners. The young adults that get released after serving their time face even 
steeper odds of finding any economic security.
•	 One in nine black males aged 25 to 29 
was in prison or jail in 2009, as were 1 
in 27 Hispanic males and 1 in 60 white 
males in the same age group. 
•	 Over 1 million young men (18 to 34) 
were incarcerated in 2010. Whites 
made up 29 percent of the young male 
incarcerated population, blacks 41 
percent, and Latinos 24 percent (Figure 
1.a).
•	 After leaving prison, finding a job is 
often difficult. According to one study 
that tracked men as they were released 
from prison, just 46 percent of ex-
offenders were employed 7 months after 
being released from prison. 71 percent of 
these men said that their criminal record 
had affected their job search. 
As a result, an enormous cohort of young 
adults—predominantly male minorities—
actually leaves prison each year and attempts 
to successfully navigate an often difficult 
reentry into society. They generally hold a high school degree at most, and will often have to check a 
box on job applications declaring their criminal conviction. That one check mark means that more than 
60 percent of employers are likely to reject their application outright. According to one study, serving 
time reduces the likelihood of a job offer by 50 percent for white men and by two-thirds for African 
Americans. 
Studies also show that those who do find a job work fewer weeks each year and earn far less than if 
they had not been convicted of a crime. With limited job prospects offering low wages, providing for 
themselves, let alone their children, is at best a significant challenge for young ex-offenders.
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figure 1.a |  n u M b e r  o f  i n c A r c e r A t e d  M e n  A n d  w o M e n ,  A g e S 
1 8 - 3 4 ,  j u n e  2 0 0 9
S o u r c e :  Bureau of Justice Statistical Tables Inmates at Mid-year 2009 Table 17, Published June 2011 Includes Prisoners at 
State and Federal Prisons and Local Jails as of June 30, 2009
J o b s  A n d  T h e  E c o n o m y  |  s t A t E  O F  Y O U N G  A M E R I C A               15
E tienne grew up in a bad neighborhood outside of Palo Alto, California. Things were tough from the start. The dysfunctional schools in his area were discouraging and by age 16 he had dropped out of high school to join the family construction business. They managed to make ends meet until 
the stock market crashed in 2008, taking the construction industry down with it. 
Etienne’s family lost their house along with their business. Amid severe economic 
stress Etienne found himself at odds with his father, who kicked him out. At age 19 
Etienne was homeless with no job and only a GED that he had earned in 2005.
With the poor economy, no one was hiring, and Etienne had another strike against him: like many young 
men from tough neighborhoods, he has a criminal record. A couple of arrests for minor offenses during his 
youth have forever scarred Etienne’s employability. Even after acing interviews, he says, he has been repeatedly 
rejected from jobs for which he is qualified, all because of his background.
Facing these extensive employment barriers and desperate for options, Etienne knew he needed to add to 
his credentials and he enrolled at a local community college in nearby Los Altos Hills, California. His first 
attempt at higher education ended—with debt—when tuition became overwhelming, but his continued 
unemployment sent him back to campus once more. It’s unclear how his record—and the recession—will 
affect his employability when he graduates, but for now all he can do is work hard.•
These tough odds all existed before the recession. Now, ex-offenders face even more hurdles in the labor 
market as they run up against education barriers, stigma, and disappearing jobs. And because more than 
half of the more than 2.2 million inmates are under 35, their low employment and earnings could plague 
them for their whole lives, leaving them with few options to make ends meet.• 
e t i e n n e ’ S  S t o r y 
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Young workers are less likely to work in unionized jobs than older workers—one factor contributing to the 
decline in job quality among occupations not requiring an advanced degree.
•	 A generation ago, young workers had similar 
rates of belonging to a union as all workers—
with 20 percent in a union (Figure 1.9).
•	 Union membership has declined steadily 
every year since 1983, with younger workers 
experiencing a slightly bigger decline in union 
membership (Figure 1.9).
•	 As of 2010, only 12 percent of all workers 
belonged to a union, compared to 10 percent 
of young workers aged 25 to 34 (Figure 1.9).
yo u n g  p e o p l e  h i t  h A r d  b y  t h e  g r e At  r e c e S S i o n
 
h i g h  u n e M p l oyM e n t
Even during a boom economy, younger workers have higher levels of unemployment than those 35 and older. 
But the gap has widened as a result of the Great Recession. Rising unemployment and underemployment 
levels have hit all groups of young people, but certain groups have been hit hardest, experiencing Depression-
era levels of joblessness.
•	 In 2010, nearly two years after the 
Great Recession, the youngest workers 
still face high levels of joblessness, 
particularly among African American 
men (Figure 1.10).
•	 Among young men aged 18 to 24, 
one out of three African Americans 
are unemployed and one out of five 
Latinos are unemployed (Figure 1.10).
•	 Among young women aged 18 to 24, one out of four African Americans and nearly 1 out of five 
Latinas are unemployed (Figure 1.10).
•	 Joblessness declines for those in their mid-twenties and early thirties, though both African Americans 
and Latinos continue to experience double-digit rates of unemployment at this age (Figure 1.10). 
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figure 1.9 |  u n i o n  M e M b e r S h i p,  1 9 8 3  A n d  2 0 1 0
S o u r c e : Dēmos Analysis of CPS Outgoing Rotation Group. 1983-2010 data extracted from: Center for Economic 
and Policy Research. 2011. CPS ORG Uniform Extracts, Version 1.6 . Washington, DC
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figure 1.10 | u n e M p l o y M e n t  r A t e ,  b y  A g e ,  g e n d e r ,  A n d  r A c e / e t h n i c i t y ,  2 0 1 0
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In Focus: A nEw GEnErATiOn 
OF VETErAnS
 
Post-9/11 veterans enlisted knowing that they would 
likely see active duty, and many of them did: since 
9/11, more than 2.2 million Americans have been 
deployed to Iraq or Afghanistan. Unfortunately, our 
nation has not rewarded their service with economic 
opportunity and stability. In fact, the opposite is 
true. The weak economy and the lasting mental and 
physical effects of combat service have left today’s 
young vets in a deeply troubling economic condition.
•	 The unemployment rate for Gulf War-era 
II veterans aged 18 to 24 was 20.9 percent 
in 2010—3.6 percentage points higher 
than the unemployment rate for all 18 to 
24 year-olds, and over 11 percentage points 
higher than the unemployment rate for the 
general population in 2010 (Figure 1.b). 
•	 Those young veterans fortunate enough 
to have jobs earn on average close to the 
median wages for young people as a whole: 
veterans aged 18 to 24 earned on average 
$1,200 less per year than the median 18 to 
24 year-old, while veterans aged 25 to 34 
earned $5,000 more (Figure 1.b). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
A confluence of factors seems to drive this high 
unemployment rate: the prevalence and stigma of 
mental health disorders, difficulties transitioning 
into civilian work, a bad economy, and experience in 
struggling sectors.
Mental health disorders are common among 
veterans returning from active duty.2 Surveys show 
that employers see these mental health issues as a 
challenge in hiring veterans,3 and soldiers who have 
mental health problems recognize this—one in 
three worry about the effect it could have on their 
career.4 Surveys also show that veterans struggle to 
translate their unique skills to today’s job climate, 
and employers often do not have a complete 
understanding of the qualifications they offer.5 
Moreover, veterans were often working in areas with 
declining labor trends that were then hit hard by the 
recession, such as manufacturing.6 
It is not all bad news. The GI Bill of Rights had lost 
much of its purchasing power until it was recently 
expanded to cover state tuition, provide grants for 
apprenticeship and training programs, and transfer 
benefits to family members.7 The additional aid 
should help this generation of veterans to attain the 
skills needed for civilian work. Whether it will help 
them over other steep economic hurdles remains to 
be seen.•
Age group gulf wAr-erA ii veterAnS populAtion
full-tiMe  
eMployed vetS
full-tiMe,  
populAtion 
u n e M p l oyM e n t  r At e M e d i A n  e A r n i n g S 
18-24 20.9% 17.3% $18,800 $20,000
25-34 13.1% 10.1% $40,000 $35,000
figure 1.b |  u n e M p l o y M e n t  A n d  w A g e S  o f  v e t e r A n S  v e r S u S
t h e  p o p u l A t i o n ,  y o u n g  A d u l t S ,  2 0 1 0
S o u r c e : Labor Force Statistics, Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics, Employment Situation of Veterans, 2010, Table 2 Median Earnings, 
Source: Dēmos Analysis of Current Population Survey March 2011 Annual Social and Economic Supplement
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Young people without bachelor’s degrees are much more likely to be jobless.
•	 Among 18 to 24 year-olds, one out 
of five people with only a high school 
diploma were unemployed, compared 
to less than one out of 10 with at least a 
bachelor’s degree (Figure 1.11). 
•	 Among 25 to 34 year-olds, 14 percent of 
people with only a high school diploma 
were unemployed, compared to just 5 
percent among those with a bachelor’s 
degree or more (Figure 1.11). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
u n d e r e M p l oy e d : wA n t i n g  M o r e  w o r k  b u t  c A n’t  f i n d  i t
Young workers are more likely to be stuck in part-time jobs than older workers, particularly those just starting 
out in the labor market.
•	 As of August 2011, more than a quarter of 18 
to 24 year-olds are underemployed, compared 
to just 13 percent of older workers (Figure 
1.12). 
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on Survey Annual Social and Economic Supplement
figure 1.12 | u n d e r e M p l o y M e n t  r A t e ,  b y  A g e ,  A u g u S t  2 0 1 1 *
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S o u r c e :  Dēmos analysis of Current Population Survey Monthly Data
figure 1.11 | u n e M p l o y M e n t  r A t e ,  b y  A g e  A n d  e d u c A t i o n A l 
A t t A i n M e n t ,  2 0 1 0
S o u r c e : Dēmos Analysis of Current Population Survey Basic Monthly
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yo u n g  p e o p l e  n e v e r  r e c o v e r e d  f r o M  t h e  2001 r e c e S S i o n
In the year 2000, the percentage of people employed in the United States hit an all-time high, with over 
64 percent of the population employed. The recession in 2001 caused that number to decline, but then 
the percentage of the population with jobs recovered for most workers by 2004 with one exception: the 
percentage of young people with jobs never rebounded. This meant that heading into the Great Recession, 
there were already fewer jobs available for young workers.
•	 Among the population ages 25 
to 34, the percentage with jobs is 
at levels not seen since the early 
1980s. For 18 to 24 year-olds, it 
is lower now than at any time in 
the past 30 years (Figure 1.13). 
•	 Older Americans gained 
back their jobs after the 2001 
recession—and then some—
reaching an even higher 
employment ratio in 2004 
(Figure 1.13). 
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S o u r c e : Dēmos Analysis of Bureau of Labor Statistics Data
When Brandon J. finished college at Eastern Michigan University he returned to his native 
Detroit only to find that his background in business and technology was not enough to guarantee 
employment, much less a good job. Despite the relative prosperity of 2005, Brandon encountered 
a lesson learned by millions of other young workers: navigating the 21st century American 
economy can be hard for young people.  
Even workers like Brandon who hold a college degree—and are overall much more likely to be employed—
struggle in the labor market. Minority men, as Brandon can attest, face a particularly tough time finding 
work. And while Brandon came from a union family, union jobs were not there for him or his friends. 
With some persistence Brandon found work. In the supposedly bullish market, Brandon helped to improve 
the job prospects of people who were having an even harder time finding a job: those workers without a 
post-secondary degree. Brandon maintained a computer lab that retrained displaced workers in the latest 
technology for the growing health care field. 
But when the housing bubble burst in late 2007 and the stock market tanked Brandon was no exception to 
the fallout of an economic decline. The program he helped to run lost its funding and ended his contract in 
2009. Brandon returned to the job search with one million other young adults. He, like many others, faced 
the prospect of long-term unemployment. Instead, Brandon recently applied the skills he learned in college to 
start his own business: entrepreneurship is one of the few positive by-products of the recession for struggling 
young people. Now, despite facing an extremely fickle boss—the struggling Detroit economy—Brandon is 
hopeful about his current path.•
b r A n d o n ’ S  S t o r y 
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O ver the last generation, the importance of obtaining some type of post-secondary credential has grown. As earnings have dropped considerably for workers with no further education beyond high school, a higher education has become all but 
essential for entering the middle class. Yet rising tuition prices, coupled 
with anemic levels of financial aid, are leaving too many in this generation 
without the credentials they need to thrive in the 21st century economy. 
Once the unquestioned leader in educational 
attainment, today our nation is only 9th in 
the world.1 Among 25 to 34 year-olds, we are 
even further behind, coming in 12th place for 
the percentage of young people with at least 
an associate’s degree or higher.2 The pattern 
emerges despite the fact that increasingly large 
numbers of high school graduates enroll in 
some type of college. Yet college completion 
has stagnated in the United States while it has 
risen in other nations. 
There are many reasons why so many young 
people enter college but leave before finishing 
their degree. Financial barriers are a primary 
factor as tuition at public universities has more 
than tripled since 1980, and financial aid has 
failed to keep up. The high cost of college is 
particularly prohibitive for students from lower-income families, and shifts away from need-based aid are only 
exacerbating the challenge.3 As states continue to face budget shortfalls, funding for higher education and 
student aid is very likely to continue its decades-long slide. Rising tuition and limited financial aid has more 
students than ever financing their college education with debt and at ever-increasing amounts. In addition, 
students are struggling to meet rising college costs by enrolling part-time and working long hours.4
Lack of preparation at the high school level is another factor contributing to high drop-out rates.5 Our K-12 
system often fails to graduate students ready for college, forcing many into costly remedial classes at the outset 
of their college education.
The need for education beyond high school shows no sign of slowing as the American economy is projected to 
produce millions of “middle-skill” jobs that pay well and require an associate’s degree or certificate.6 In order 
for young people to attain the credentials to compete in this economy, these cost, access, and completion 
hurdles must be addressed.
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Since 1980, the percentage of young people with either a 2- or 4-year degree has increased significantly, but 
growth has slowed in the last two decades compared to enrollments, and disparities by race and income level 
have grown wider.
•	 One out of three Americans aged 25 to 34 has a bachelor’s degree or higher, up from nearly one 
out of four in 1980 (Figure 2.1).
•	 One in ten young people has an associate’s degree, a slight increase from 7 percent in 1991 when 
those figures were first tracked (Figure 2.1). 
•	 The gap in college completion has widened by race since 1980, though all groups have higher 
percentages of bachelor’s degrees. The percentage of young African Americans with a bachelor’s 
degree grew from 12 to 21 percent; Latinos from 9 to 14 percent; and whites from 27 to 40 
percent. The gap is less pronounced among associate’s degree holders (Figure 2.1).
•	 Young women are now much more likely to have at least a bachelor’s degree—a complete reversal 
of the gender gap from 1980. In 2000, 31 percent of young women had at least a bachelor’s 
compared to 28 percent of young men. In 2011, 37 percent of young women had at least a 
bachelor’s degree compared to 29 percent of young men (Figure 2.1). 
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w i d e  c o l l e g e  e n r o l l M e n t  g A p S  b y  r A c e  A n d  i n c o M e  l e v e l
The majority of high school graduates now go on to some type of college, but college degrees remain elusive. 
The type of college a young person attends, as well as their decision to enroll, still differs greatly by both race 
and income level. 
•	 In 2011, although most young people have a high school diploma, young Latinos and African 
Americans graduate at lower rates: 70 percent of Latinos, 89 percent of African Americans and 
95 percent of whites graduate from high school (Figure 2.1).
•	 Seven out of 10 recent high school graduates enroll in some type of college in the fall of the 
following year, up from under half in 1980 (Figure 2.2). 
•	 One-third of students enroll in public 4-year colleges, more than one-third (38 percent) enroll in 
public 2-year colleges, 14 percent enroll in private 4-year colleges and the remaining 10 percent 
enroll in private, for-profit institutions.7
•	 The gap in college 
enrollment rates 
between low-
income and 
high-income 
households was 
29 percentage 
points, narrowing 
only slightly (from 
33 percent) since 
1980 (Figure 2.2).
“wIth thE wAY PRICEs ARE RIsING ON 
EvERYthING, It MAkEs It EvEN hARdER FOR 
MY GENERAtION tO bEttER thEMsElvEs 
INtEllECtUAllY. MORE ANd MORE OF MY 
FRIENds ARE bARtENdING ANd wAItING  
tAblEs INstEAd OF GOING tO COllEGE.”  
- wEst PAlM bEACh, FlORIdA
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S o u r c e : National Center for Education Statistics The Condition of Education 2011, Table A-21-1
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Khadijah is a third-year 
student at Central Piedmont 
Community College in 
Charlotte, NC and expects 
to graduate in two more 
years after finishing the nursing program. 
Like many community college students, 
she has overcome many challenges to get 
where she is, and has more ahead before 
graduation. 
She’s grateful that she qualifies for the 
federal Pell Grant program. “Without [it] 
going to college would have only been a 
dream for me because I do not have the 
resources to pay for my education.” Because 
there were no jobs when she graduated 
high school, working her way completely 
through school was simply not an option. 
Khadija took on three on-campus jobs one 
year through federal work study, but had 
to stop because the long hours affected her 
grades. 
Once Khadijah gets her nursing 
certification, she hopes to transfer to a 
4-year college and then go on to study 
in a master’s degree program. Ultimately, 
Khadijah wants to run a pediatric clinic in 
her community. 
There are many steps to get there however. 
She will have to take extra classes because, 
at the onset, she was confused about which 
courses and prerequisites she needed to take 
for nursing. Maintaining financial aid amid 
budget cuts is another potential obstacle. “I 
think that if the Pell grant gets taken away, 
not as many young people would be able to 
attend college and serve their communities 
in the future.”•
A lt h o u g h  M o S t  h i g h  S c h o o l  g r A d S  g o  o n  t o 
c o l l e g e ,  n e A r ly  h A l f  o f  t h e M  n e v e r  f i n i S h
The ability for students to finish their degree varies widely by 
race, income level as well as by the type of college attended, their 
degree of study and the state where they attend.8
•	 Among full-time students who began seeking a 
bachelor’s degree at public universities in 2002, 
the national graduation rate within six years of 
enrolling was 55 percent (Figure 2.3). 
•	 Just 46 percent of Latino and 39 percent of African 
American bachelor’s candidates completed a 
bachelor’s degree within 6 years (Figure 2.3).
•	 Within all race and ethnic groups, women complete 
their bachelor’s degrees at a higher rate than men 
(Figure 2.3).
•	 Among full-time associate’s degree students, the 
completion rate after six years is just 28 percent, 
and even lower among minority groups.9 
•	 Completion rates at for-profit colleges are lowest. 
In 2008 the ten largest for-profit institutions 
graduated just 20 percent of their bachelor’s degree 
students.10 
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riSing college coStS creAte MAjor bArrierS to SucceSS
As state funding for higher education steadily declined as a portion of colleges’ revenue, colleges raised tuition 
to make up for the gap—a major reason why tuition at public colleges more than tripled since 1980. This 
financial change left students to absorb more of the costs by taking on student debt and working long hours 
while in school. Unsurprisingly, financial barriers are the number one reason students cite for dropping out.11
•	 Average tuition at public 
4-year colleges was $7,600 
in the 2010 academic year, 
up from $2,100 in 1980 
(Figure 2.4). 
•	 Average tuition at private 
4-year colleges nearly tripled 
in a generation, increasing 
from $9,500 in the 1980 
academic year to $27,300 in 
2010.12
•	 Average tuition at 
community colleges also 
rose steeply, more than 
doubling from just over 
$1,000 in the 1980 academic year to $2,710 in 2010 
(Figure 2.4).
•	 State colleges and universities are now more reliant on tuition to cover their operating expenses as 
state and local appropriations have not kept pace with rising enrollments. In 1985, 23 percent of 
higher education revenue was from tuition—by 2010, it had climbed to 40 percent.13  
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S o u r c e :The College Board, Trends in College Pricing 2010, Table 4, “Average Published Tuition and Fee Charges in Constant 2010 Dollars, 1980-81 to 
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The risk of dropping out of college is much greater if students enroll part-time or if they work longer than 20 
hours per week.13 Yet, as college costs have risen, and financial aid has shifted away from grant and need-based 
aid to debt and other aid, today’s students are much more likely to be working long hours and going to school 
part-time.
•	 To finance their education, 58 percent of young community college students enroll in school 
part-time, and two-thirds work more than 20 hours per week.15 
•	 Among 4-year college students, nearly half  
(46 percent) work more than 20 hours per week, 
up from 39 percent in 1986.16 
•	 Federal financial aid has shifted from a grant-
based to a loan-based system. Today, 36 percent 
of all federal aid is grant-based, down from 55 
percent in 1980.17 
•	 In 1980, the maximum Pell grant covered 69 
percent of the costs of a 4-year public college, 
including room and board. Today, it covers 34 
percent (Figure 2.5).
•	 At the state level, student aid has shifted away 
from need-based aid. Today, 73 percent of state 
grant aid is need-based, down from 100 percent 
in 1980.18 
 
“EVErY tIME I thINk aBOUt MY ECONOMIC fUtUrE, 
I thINk aBOUt thE DEBt that I’VE INCUrrED jUSt tO
IMprOVE MY ECONOMIC fUtUrE. I aLwaYS haVE tO GO 
BaCkwarDS tO GO fOrwarD.” 
- waShINGtON, DC.
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S o u r c e :The College Board, Trends in Student Aid, 2010, Table 13B, Trends in College Pricing, 2010, 
Table 5A, and Trends in Student Aid, 2001, Table 7
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E rin has $130,000 in student loan debt after graduating from a top art college in 2010, where she got a bachelor’s degree in advertising. She never thought her loans would be a problem because her professors, friends, and even lenders assured her that she would find a high-paying job straight out of college. After 
more than a year of searching, Erin was still unemployed and made barely enough 
money through freelancing to survive. Because she could not afford rent, Erin slept in 
her car or at different friends’ homes to get by–but this was the least of her concerns.
Since graduation, Erin has not been able 
to pay back any of her student loans. 
Collectors and lenders call Erin on a 
regular basis, and refuse to accept partial 
monthly repayments. Her credit rating and 
finances have been severely damaged, and 
Erin is afraid she’ll never be able to buy a 
car or home in the future. “I’m engulfed 
in debt before I can even start my life. 
The interest rate and late payments from 
my loans just keep piling up. I feel like I 
have made mistakes I will never be able to 
outlive, and education should never feel 
like a mistake. I wish I could start my life 
all over again loan-free.” 
She recently landed a $10/hour internship 
with an advertising firm and hopes 
that this will lead her to a full-time position. Because her current salary still can’t cover the cost of rent, let 
alone Erin’s student debt, she continues to live day by day without a home, health insurance, and most other 
essentials.
Erin hopes that one day she’ll be able to finally make a decent living and afford rent, but she remains 
pessimistic about her future. • 
e r i n ’ S  S t o r y
A G E  2 8  |  L O S  A N G E L E S ,  C A 
“I’M ENGULfED IN DEBt BEfOrE 
I CaN EVEN Start MY LIfE. 
thE INtErESt ratE aND LatE 
paYMENtS frOM MY LOaNS 
jUSt kEEp pILING Up. I fEEL LIkE 
I haVE MaDE MIStakES I wILL 
NEVEr BE aBLE tO OUtLIVE, aND 
EDUCatION ShOULD NEVEr 
fEEL LIkE a MIStakE. I wISh I 
COULD Start MY LIfE aLL OVEr 
aGaIN LOaN-frEE.” 
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Student loan debt continues to increase rapidly, and today for the first time in history, the amount of all 
student loan debt is greater than the amount of credit card debt owed in the United States (see Figure 2.7).
•	 Today, two out of three 
students graduate with student 
debt, up from one out of three 
in 1992. The average student 
graduates with over $24,000 in 
student loan debt (Figure 2.6).
•	 African American students 
are more likely to take out 
student loans, and to graduate 
with more debt. Among 2008 
bachelor’s degree graduates, 80 
percent of African American 
students borrowed to pay 
for their education in 2008, 
graduating with an average 
debt of nearly $29,000 
(Figure 2.6). 
•	 Nearly one in ten 
undergraduate 
students leave school 
with over $40,000 in 
loans—requiring a 
typical loan payment 
of about $460 per 
month over 10 years.19 
•	 The need for private 
student loans has 
surged as tuition costs 
have surpassed the 
amount of federal 
student loans students 
can access. In 2008, 1 out of five students took out private student loans, up from under 3 
percent in the 1992 school year. Private student loans often have higher interest rates and fees, as 
well as limited repayment options—making them much more expensive and risky for students.
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Millions of young adults in the United States grew up in a family where one of their parents is not a 
citizen. Millions more were brought to this country by their parents as children, but lack proper citizenship 
paperwork. Those two cohorts of young people face unique economic challenges, and significant barriers to 
achieving economic security. 
Undocumented young people often grow up in poverty and can ill-afford to make investments in the future 
such as higher education.  For the undocumented young person, who may have entered this country as a small 
child, a lack of citizenship also creates a serious hurdle to economic mobility.  Though many had little choice 
in deciding whether to come to the United States, undocumented young Americans find themselves trapped. 
Having grown up here, they have no life to which they could return in their country of birth.  Nor can they 
access the normal avenues to economic opportunity.
Regardless of a young person’s own citizenship status, studies show that growing up in a family with at least 
one undocumented parent has negative and lasting effects on future education and economic opportunity.20
•	 There are about 5.5 million children growing up in families with at least one undocumented 
parent; about 4.5 million of those children are citizens, and another 1 million are undocumented 
themselves.21    
•	 One survey of young adults from immigrant families reported that between 20 and 25 percent 
(depending on the sample location) of second generation young adults had a high school degree 
or less, low in comparison to their peers from non-immigrant families, but high in comparison 
to their peers without proper documentation.22 
•	 For undocumented students, low family incomes, barriers to financial aid, and social factors all 
limit educational attainment. About 489,000 undocumented young adults did not graduate 
from high school, and lack even a GED. Another 726,000 undocumented young adults have 
only a high school diploma.   
•	 Given the high cost of college, restrictions on illegal immigrants accessing financial aid, and the 
need for more immediate work, it’s unsurprising that just 96,000 undocumented young adults 
have obtained an associate’s degree or higher.23
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l o A n  d e fAu lt S  i n c r e A S e  d u r i n g  g r e At  r e c e S S i o n
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High rates of joblessness and higher amounts of student loan debt, particularly among students of for-profit 
schools, have led to sharply rising default rates. 
•	 In 2009, 8.8 percent of all student 
loans were in default after 2 years, 
compared to 6.7percent in 2007. 
That was a 31 percent increase in the 
default rate in just 2 years. 
•	 African Americans and Latinos 
comprise 28 percent of all 
undergraduates, but make up nearly 
half (46 percent) of undergraduates 
in the for-profit sector.24 
•	 Students enrolled in for-profit 
schools account for 12 percent of all 
students, but 24 percent of all federal 
student loan dollars.25 
•	 In 2009, 15 percent of graduates 
from for-profit colleges were in 
default (Figure 2.8).  
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d isappearing jobs and diminishing wages have affected not just the wealth, but also the health, of young Americans. These trends, combined with rising health care costs, make young adults the most uninsured age group in the country. Major 
changes to the health insurance system, however, have improved coverage 
rates among young Americans, with more progress expected in the years 
ahead. 
Young adults are generally healthier than their 
older adult counterparts. But that fact has fueled 
misguided media characterizations of this age 
cohort as “invincible.” Young adults do need 
care. In addition to the cost of preventive care, 
routine doctors visits, and occasional health 
hiccups, a significant subset of young adults deal 
with costly chronic conditions. Young adults are 
also more likely to engage in riskier activities like 
athletics, meaning that they face sudden high-
cost health incidents at a relatively high rate.
But their light pocketbooks make paying for any significant medical services while uninsured close to 
impossible. The high cost of medical expenses is no secret to anyone who has ever required care, but when 
primarily low-income young adults face high out-of-pocket costs due to uninsurance or high-deductible plans, 
the results can be particularly difficult to handle.
At the same time, young adults lack health insurance more often than any other age group. Changes in the 
labor market over the past few decades have left many with limited access to traditional forms of coverage. 
Jobs that once offered benefits are no longer doing so, and the percent of young adults working part-time 
has increased dramatically over the past few decades.1 Rising health care costs mean today’s young adults can 
rarely afford insurance once they leave the nest, or age out of child-centered government services as individual 
insurance is currently unaffordable for a typical low-wage earning young adult.
Indeed, for too many young adults, uninsurance and the resulting bad health outcomes are not a choice, but 
an economic reality. And the threat of uninsurance can impede personal economic growth in other ways: 
when young people are tied down to geographic locations, jobs or economic choices based on available 
coverage options, the freedom to pursue their version of the American Dream is stifled.  
 
f i n d i n g S  A t  A  g l A n c e
yo u n g A d u lt S n e e d h e A lt h i n S u r A n c e 
 • MedicAl conditionS do Affect young AdultS
 • coStS often eXceed AvAil Able ASSetS
trendS behind the high uninSurAnce rAteS
 • eMployer-SponSored coverAge hAS fAllen, And     
public And privAte coverAge hAS not filled the gAp
A n u n h e A lt h y r e c e S S i o n, b u t A  
p o S i t i v e o u t lo o k f o r c ov e r Ag e
 • the greAt receSSion drove uninSurAnce rAteS 
for young people to record highS
 • the future lookS heAlthier for young AdultS
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But in spite of a bleak historical trend of 
rising uninsurance rates among young 
adults, propelled in recent years by the Great 
Recession, changes to the insurance system 
brought by health care reform have begun 
to reverse that trend and increase access 
to insurance. Young adults will see greater 
security in their coverage options as they 
navigate a changing labor market. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
yo u n g  A d u lt S  n e e d  h e A lt h  i n S u r A n c e
M e d i c A l  c o n d i t i o n S  d o  A f f e c t  yo u n g  A d u lt S
Preventive care, chronic illnesses, and catastrophic events are all health issues that young people face.
•	 About 15 percent of young adults live with a chronic health condition such as asthma or 
diabetes. Another 9 percent grapple with depression or anxiety disorders.2 
•	 Almost 16 percent of young adults aged 18 to 24 have a “pre-existing condition.”3 
•	 Young adults ages 19 to 29 find themselves in the emergency room more than any other age 
group under the age of 75.4 
c o S t S  o f t e n  e Xc e e d  AvA i l A b l e  A S S e t S
Young adults can ill-afford high out-of-pocket costs. For many, health care costs have the serious potential of 
wiping out often meager savings, forcing many young adults to turn to credit cards to pay their medical bills.
•	 In 2008, the median medical expenditure for uninsured 
18 to 24 year-olds was $286, with a mean of $1,649. 
The median for 25 to 34 year-olds was $417, with a 
mean of $2,121 (Figure 3.1).5 
•	 Credit card debt is 79 percent higher for young adults 
with medical debt than those without—a much higher 
difference than for any other age.6  
 
“MY hUSBaND IS CONSIDErED 
aN hOUrLY EMpLOYEE, hE 
wOrkS fULL-tIME BUt hE 
DOESN’t GEt aNY BENEfItS. I’M 
CUrrENtLY EMpLOYED fULL-
tIME aND OUr INSUraNCE fOr 
OUr faMILY Of fOUr IS aLMOSt 
$800 a MONth. I MEaN It’S 
kILLING US.” 
- BLOOMINGtON, INDIaNa
figure 3.1 | h e A l t h  e X p e n d i t u r e S  A n d  M e d i c A l 
c r e d i t  c A r d  d e b t  o f  y o u n g  A d u l t S ,  2 0 0 8
S o u r c e : Average Credit Card Debt from Dēmos, “Sick and In the Red,” 2010,
Median Health Expenditure from YI analysis of MEPS datapublished numbers for 
1989-2007
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Fewer have jobs, fewer of those jobs have benefits than they once did, individual insurance is unaffordable 
for many often low-wage-earning young adults, and public insurance cannot currently substitute for lack of 
private coverage.
•	 The proportion of full-time 
workers aged 18 to 24 with 
insurance through their job 
dropped by 12.8 percentage 
points in the past 10 years alone, 
while the proportion of workers 
aged 25 to 34 with coverage 
through their employer dropped 
by 8.5 percentage points, both 
far higher than the drop in 
employer sponsored coverage for 
all workers (4.4 percent).7 
•	 Overall, just 43.7 percent of 
all 18 to 24 year-olds and 55.7 
percent of 25 to 34 year-olds 
were covered by an employer-
sponsored plan in 2009, both 
significantly lower than a decade 
earlier (Figure 3.2).
•	 In 2009, the average annual 
individual premium for a single 
young adult was $1,429 for an 
18 year-old and $2,104 for a 30 year-old.8 Those prices assume an enrollee does not have a pre-
existing condition, and do not include the significant out-of-pocket costs common with typically 
high-deductible individual plans.
•	 These high costs are why just 5.5 percent of both 18 to 24 and 25 to 34 year-olds had 
individually-purchased private insurance in 2009 (Figure 3.2).
•	 Public health insurance coverage of young adults has increased over the past decade. 15.3 percent 
of all 18 to 24 year-olds in 2009 were covered by public insurance of some kind (Figure 3.2).
figure 3.2 | t y p e  o f  h e A l t h  c o v e r A g e  f o r  y o u n g  A d u l t S ,  1 9 9 9  A n d  2 0 0 9
S o u r c e : Dēmos Analysis of Current Population Survey Annual Social and Economic Supplement 
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The skyrocketing unemployment and underemployment rates during the Great Recession have left this 
generation even less likely to have a job and access to benefits, and even less able to afford individual 
insurance. As a result, the uninsurance trends of the past decades have continued. But the recent health care 
reform law greatly expanded coverage options for young adults. A provision that allows young people to stay 
on their parent’s plan up to age 26 has already increased insurance rates, and other changes promise larger 
improvements in the coming years.
•	 The uninsurance rate for 18 to 24 year-
olds increased from 27.9 percent at 
the beginning of the recession in 2007 
to 30.3 percent in 2009, and from 
24.9 percent to 28.3 percent for 25 to 
34 year-olds over the same time span 
(Figure 3.3).
•	 As of 2009, there were 1.5 million 
more 25 to 34 year-olds without 
health insurance than there were at 
the beginning of the recession, and 
813,000 more uninsured 18 to 24 
year-olds9.
•	 The percent of young adults aged 18 
to 34 who were uninsured in 2009 is 
more than twice as high as the share of 
older adults without insurance (Figure 
3.3).
•	 The share of all young adults without 
insurance in 2009 was at the highest 
level since the Census Bureau began 
tracking insurance coverage in the CPS 
in 1987. 
•	 Young people of color are 
disproportionately likely to lack 
insurance. Over half (51.7 percent) 
of all Latino and 33.8 percent of all 
African American 25 to 34 year-olds 
were uninsured in 2009, compared to 
20.8 percent of whites of the same age 
(Figure 3.4). 
figure 3.3 | u n i n S u r A n c e  r A t e ,  b y  A g e ,  1 9 8 7 - 2 0 0 9
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The Affordable Care Act has begun to reduce uninsurance rates and will likely help many young people get 
coverage in the next few years as its provisions take effect.
•	 The share of uninsured 18 to 24 year-olds dropped by 2 percentage points in 2010, largely due 
to the Affordable Care Act’s provision allowing them to join their parent’s plan. Overall, 500,000 
more 18 to 24 year-olds were insured in 2010 than in the year before.10
•	 However, this increase in coverage for 18 to 24 year-olds simply made up for the lost coverage 
from the Great Recession; the uninsurance rate for these young adults is still far higher than 
it was 20 years ago. And the uninsurance rate for 25 to 34 year-olds, most of whom were not 
helped by the new provision, stayed the same between 2009 and 2010.
•	 The number of uninsured young adults 18 to 24 continued to fall—by a total of one million in 
the last quarter of 2010 and the first two quarters of 2011.11 
•	 Almost 8 million currently uninsured young adults will be eligible for Medicaid in 2014.12 
•	 Over 9 million currently uninsured young adults will be eligible for subsidies to help them 
purchase insurance starting in 2014.13
When Isbah was 18 years old, she started to have symptoms of fatigue, making it hard to 
concentrate or complete her schoolwork. In the same year her father transferred jobs and her 
family had to find private insurance coverage. But the new insurance company denied her 
coverage based on her history of fatigue. She was left with no options, so she limited visits to 
the doctor and hoped that her health wouldn’t get worse. She went uninsured.
A year later, she began losing weight uncontrollably and other symptoms appeared. Soon after, she was 
diagnosed with Lupus, a chronic auto-immune disease that can result in hair loss, joint pain, loss of appetite, 
and much worse if left untreated. Her father transferred jobs but the new insurance again denied her coverage 
because of her pre-existing conditions. She bought generic drugs instead of prescribed brand-name drugs, and 
limited doctors visits.
Like many young people, Isbah simply could not afford her medical care without coverage. But like many 
young adults, health coverage was difficult to come by. As a student now at the University of Texas, she turns 
increasingly to her parents for financial support as she struggles to continue her studies, and to deal with the 
emotional stress of a chronic disease and the monetary stress of the high cost of care. Things have begun to 
look up for Isbah though. Her father’s insurance finally covered her and she will stay on that plan due to the 
new dependent coverage extension until she turns 26. •
i S b A h ’ S  S t o r y 
A G E  2 1  |  A U S T I N ,  T X
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It is expensive to be young. Given the low earnings of most young adults, the high cost of basic expenses like groceries and transportation account for a greater share of their income than for older adults. Meanwhile, rent is increasing, homeownership is difficult, and credit card payments 
loom.
Rising unemployment, climbing rental prices, and 
mounting debt have helped increase the percentage of 
young people who are living with their parents. While 
18 to 24 year-olds commonly migrate back to the nest, 
a growing share of 25 to 34 year-olds are joining the 
movement. The “boomerang” trend rose steadily since 
1980 and spiked during the Great Recession, particularly 
among young men.
The challenges go beyond young renters. Aspiring 
homeowners, too, find it harder to break into the market. 
Although home prices and interest rates are currently 
favorable to first-time buyers, banks have dramatically reduced their mortgage lending since the housing 
bubble burst. With limited credit histories and often little capital for a down payment, young people find 
themselves shut out of the market. 
Young people lucky enough to rent their own place pay a larger portion of their income on shelter than their 
parents did. Among those under 25, housing’s share of the monthly budget swelled by over 35 percent from 
1980 to 2009, with this group paying nearly one-third of their monthly income to rent and utilities in 2009. 
For 25 to 34 year-olds rent bills grew to over 26 percent of income, up from 21 percent in 1980. 
As incomes fail to keep up with rising costs, young people and Americans of all ages increasingly rely on credit 
cards to help make ends meet.1 Though, in the aggregate, credit card debt has declined slightly from its peak at 
$973.6 billion in August 2008 (Figure 4.1), most of the decline is due to charge-offs2—debt that a bank has 
determined it won’t be able to recover in its entirety, and has taken off its balance sheet and sent to collections. 
Consumers, however, will end up paying close to 70 percent of the charged-off debt,3 meaning that the real 
credit card debt load has changed little despite the change in banks’ balance sheets. And with the recession 
likely to leave incomes stagnant for years to come, young people will have a difficult time shedding the credit 
card debt burden any time soon.
 
f i n d i n g S  A t  A  g l A n c e
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Credit card debt can be particularly 
damaging to young Americans. They 
tend to carry revolving balances more 
frequently than the population as a 
whole4—often from needing to pay 
with plastic for part of their college 
educations—and the interest rates 
on those balances are typically higher 
than average due to their short or 
non-existent credit histories. Recent 
legislation attempts to curtail access 
and marketing to young people; 
whether those changes will alter the 
continued personal debt trends remains 
to be seen. 
 
h o u S i n g  A r r A n g e M e n t S  A n d  d e c i S i o n S
r i S i n g  r e n t
Americans under 30 account for almost one-third of all renters,6 and significant increases in rental prices are 
taking a bigger bite out of their monthly budget. 
•	 Of the young adults under 25 who 
are not living with their parents, 86 
percent are renters.7 
•	 Between 1980 and 2009, the 
median share of 18 to 24 year-old 
households’ income consumed 
by rent rose by more than 8 
percentage points, from 23.7 
percent to 32.1 percent. The share 
of 25 to 34 year-old households’ 
income taken by rent rose sharply 
as well, by 5 percentage points over 
the same period (Figure 4.2).  
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S o u r c e :  Dēmos analysis of American Community Survey. 
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•	 The share of 25 to 34 year-
old households spending 
more than 30 percent of their 
income on rent increased from 
28 percent in 1980 to 41.3 
percent in 2009 (Figure 4.3).
•	 Most of the increase in both of 
the above measures occurred 
between 2000 and 2005, the 
same period during which the 
housing bubble was rapidly 
inflating (Figures 4.2 and 4.3). 
 
 
 
 
c o h A b i tAt i o n  A n d  M o v i n g  b A c k  h o M e
Long-term economic trends, the Great Recession, and rising rental prices are all factors in the decision to 
cohabitate or move home with parents. 
•	 The number of young adults 
living alone has dropped.8 
•	 Over half of 18 to 24 year-olds 
continue to live with their 
parents (Figure 4.4). 
•	 In 1980, the percent of 25 to 
34 year-old men living at home 
was just over 10 percent; in 
2010, it was over 16 percent 
(Figure 4.4).
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S o u r c e : US Census Bureau: Families and Living Arrangements 2010 Table AD-1
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Unsurprisingly, homeownership rates have dropped as a result of sharply constrained credit and falling home 
values. 
•	 Homeownership rates for young adults 
increased steadily from the 1990s until 
the early 2000s, but have predictably 
decreased in recent years after the housing 
bubble burst (Figure 4.5). 
•	 Homeownership rates for young adults in 
their late 20s increased at a faster rate than 
any other age group in the lead-up to the 
housing bubble burst; the percent of 25 to 
29 year-olds that owned housing increased 
by 72 percent between 1994 and 2006.9 
figure 4.5 | h o M e o w n e r S h i p  r A t e  o f  y o u n g  A d u l t S ,  1 9 8 2 - 2 0 1 0
S o u r c e : US Census Bureau, Housing Vacancies and Homeownership Table 15, Household Estimates for the US by Age of 
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Alana is a part-time college student in Reno, Nevada. She works as a bar manager four nights 
a week to make ends meet. Even with her degree only one year away, Alana describes her 
economic situation as bleak. With a weak labor market lingering from the recession and a 
local economy supported primarily by the tourism industry, post-graduation employment 
prospects are dim. Right now, her life consists solely of working at nights and attending classes 
or studying during the day: for Alana sleep is an elusive luxury. Yet despite all her efforts, 
Alana cannot get out of debt. She lives in a house with two other roommates, and though the cost of living in 
Reno is relatively low, she still pays $470 a month for rent, plus utilities. In addition, she must pay insurance 
premiums and put gas in her car, adding another $75 per month to Alana’s basic bills. 
Alana worked throughout school, spending nights and weekends earning money to cover her basic living 
expenses. But even so, she still has $3,000 in credit card debt. School fees account for some of that debt, 
but so do everyday living expenses. Between the price of attaining a good education and the cost of basic 
necessities, she can barely make ends meet. Alana wants to invest in her future. But when weekly wages 
are just enough to get by, that investment means the bills pile up and credit is the only way to manage the 
expense. •
A l A n A ’ S  S t o r y 
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c o S t  o f  t r A n S p o r tAt i o n
Whether it’s car payments or a subway card, transportation consumes a greater percentage of young people’s 
income than for any other age group.10 
•	 More than 8 out of 10 (85 percent) of 25 to 34 year-olds own a vehicle,11 requiring car payments, 
insurance premiums, gas, city parking fees, and maintenance. 
•	 Transportation costs as a share of overall expenses have actually slightly decreased in the past 
decades, going from 20.5 percent to 17.7 percent for 25 to 34 year-olds (Figure 4.6). 
figure 4.6 | t o t A l  e X p e n d i t u r e S ,  y o u n g  A d u l t  h o u S e h o l d S ,  1 9 8 5  A n d  2 0 1 0
* Miscellaneous includes: cash contributions, reading, alcohol and tobacco products, and other miscellaneous expenditures. The CES caluclates expenditures by “consumer units,” which are basically households but can be      
   differentiated if members of one dwelling make independent spending decisions
   S o u r c e :  Consumer Expenditure Survey Table 3, U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, September 2011 
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Because young adults tend to have lower incomes, 
the rising price of gas takes a bigger bite out of their 
income than it does for older adults.
•	 5.4 percent of all expenditures for young 
households under 25 were for gas in 2010,12 
more than they spent on either entertainment 
or health care (Figure 4.6). 
•	 Gas costs represented a greater share of all 
expenses among 25 to 34 year-old households 
(4.7 percent) than either apparel, education, 
or health care (Figure 4.6).
 
 
 
c r e d i t  c A r d  d e b t
 
The most recent data on the credit card debt and debt burden of young households is from the 2007 Survey 
of Consumer Finances. More recent data will be available in 2012. Given the minimal decrease in the real 
credit card debt burden since 2007, and that we have no reason to believe that charge-offs, the primary reason 
for the decrease in aggregate debt levels, have disproportionately affected young people, this data still gives a 
reasonable approximation of the credit card debt carried by young households.
h i g h  d e b t  l e v e l S
Average credit card debt levels for young adults, and the percentage of those adults with debt, remain high, 
particularly for 25 to 34 year-olds. Young adults with debt are also devoting a larger average share of their 
income to debt payments.
•	 In 2007 (the most recent year for which 
data is available), young adults with credit 
card debt aged 18 to 24 held on average 
roughly the same amount of debt, $2,519, as 
the same age group did nearly two decades 
earlier (Figure 4.7).
•	 Young adults aged 25 to 34, however, had 
much higher levels of credit card debt than 
did their counterparts nearly a generation 
ago. Their average credit card debt of $6,255 
in 2007 was 81 percent higher than that of 
25 to 34 year-olds in 1989 (Figure 4.7). 
 
figure 4.7 | A v e r A g e  c r e d i t  c A r d  d e b t ,  y o u n g 
h o u S e h o l d S  w i t h  c r e d i t  c A r d  d e b t ,  1 9 8 9 - 2 0 0 7
* The data in this graph is matched to the SCF published numbers for 1989-2007
S o u r c e : Dēmos Analysis of the Survey of Consumer Finances
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The number of younger adults with credit cards has increased over the past decades, while the percent of 
young households with credit card debt has changed little. This trend may change with new restrictions on 
cardholders under the age of 21.13
•	 Many more 18 to 24 year-old households had credit cards in 2007 than they did in 1989; 53.4 
percent of all such households had credit cards in 2007, a 24.2 percent increase from the 43.0 
percent who had them in 1989 (Figure 4.8). 
•	 However, the percentage of 25 to 
34 year-old households with credit 
cards, and the percentages of 18 to 
24 and 25 to 34 year-old cardholders 
with credit card debt, have all 
remained nearly flat over the 18-year 
period (Figure 4.8).
•	 Among young households with 
credit card debt, the average 
percentage of household income 
devoted to all debt payments—
including mortgages, student loans, 
and credit cards—rose significantly 
between 1989 and 2007: from 18.3 
to 24.3 percent for 25 to 34 year-
olds (Figure 4.8). 
d e b t  d i S t r e S S
Spending more than 40 percent of income on debt payments is considered a sign of distress, or debt hardship. 
The number of young households in this category has grown. 
•	 Young households did not have the highest share of debt-distressed households—that distinction 
belongs to 45 to 54 year-olds—but the share of debt-distressed households of all ages grew by over 
45 percent between 1989 and 2007 as households primarily took on housing-backed debt during 
the real estate bubble of the 2000s (Figure 4.9). 
•	 15.7 percent of all indebted 25 to 
34 year-old households and 12.2 
percent of all indebted 18 to 24 year-
old households were debt-distressed 
in 2007, compared to 12.9 percent 
and 9.1 percent, respectively, in 
1989 (Figure 4.9). 
figure 4.8 | y o u n g  h o u S e h o l d S  A n d  d e b t ,  1 9 8 9 - 2 0 0 7
S o u r c e : Dēmos Analysis of the Survey of Consumer Finances
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S o u r c e : Dēmos Analysis of the Survey of Consumer Finances
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M ost young adults still start families before age 35,1 but they face a much different set of challenges than their parents did a generation ago. Family structures now vary widely; high divorce rates and babies born outside of marriage mean that 
many children grow up without a traditional two-parent, single-earner 
household. Young people also start families later in life than their parents 
did. Today the average woman bears her first child at the age of 25, up from 
21 in 1970.2 At the same time, the economic challenges associated with 
parenting have grown substantially.
The stagnant earnings described earlier leave young families 
in worse shape to deal with the rising costs they face. Many 
are still paying off student loan debt, juggling mortgages or 
rents that absorb a larger percentage of their income, and 
are often paying for costly child care as well. Combined 
with the drop in income many families experience during 
the initial months after the birth of a child, these costs can 
create serious financial burdens for new parents. More than 
one in three young families lived in poverty in 2010, the 
highest share on record.3
As women joined the workforce, families partially offset rising costs and men’s falling wages, but they now 
must juggle complex and costly child care arrangements. Paying for someone to watch the kids is one of the 
biggest expenses in a young family’s household budget, often second only to housing. The price of child care 
is rising faster than inflation, with average monthly fees for two children exceeding median rent in every state. 
Because of these high costs, professional child care is unaffordable for many families, and only a fraction of 
families with working mothers put their children in paid care. Families are increasingly turning to extended 
family—grandparents and other relatives—and ad-hoc arrangements to care for their children while they’re at 
work.
Single parents, mainly single moms, have a particularly tough time. Without the benefit of a second income 
they often have trouble making ends meet. Limited subsidies are available to help lower-income parents pay 
for child care. 
Aside from struggling to afford child care, the need to earn two incomes means parents have a hard time 
simply spending time with their children. Unlike 169 other countries in the world, the United States does 
not guarantee any amount of paid leave to new parents, leaving it in the company of just three other nations: 
 
f i n d i n g S  A t  A  g l A n c e
A c h A n g i n g fA M i ly
 • StArting fAMilieS l Ater
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Liberia, Papua New Guinea, and Swaziland.4 Only three states and few companies offer paid family leave, 
and as a result, just 11 percent of U.S. workers have access to paid family leave at work. And many workers, 
particularly low-wage ones, have little or no paid time off to begin with. They are forced to take unpaid time 
off, time they can scarcely afford. Or they could do what a quarter of new mothers do, and quit their jobs.5 
The economic challenges facing young Americans not only make it difficult to make ends meet today, but 
impede their ability to raise the next generation.
 
A  c h A n g i n g  fA M i ly
 
S tA r t i n g  fA M i l i e S  l At e r
Both men and women are waiting longer to marry, and women are having their first child later as well.
•	 The average age at which American males first marry reached a historic high of 28.2 in 2010, 
an increase of 3.5 years over the past three decades. Women are marrying later as well; their first 
marriage occurred on average at 26.1 years old in 2010, up 4.1 years from 1980 (Figure 5.1).
•	 The average age that women have their first child has also increased. The most recent estimate 
of 25.1 years old in 2008 represents a 2.4-year rise from the average of 22.7 years old in 1980 
(Figure 5.1). 
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figure 5.1 | A v e r A g e  A g e  o f  f i r S t  M A r r i A g e  A n d  c h i l d b i r t h * ,  1 9 8 0  A n d  2 0 1 0 
* First childbirth data not available for men.
S o u r c e : 1. U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population Survey, March and Annual Social and Economic Supplements, 2010 and earlier. Table MS-2: http://www.census.gov/population/www/socdemo/hh-fam.
html 2. T.J. Mathews and Brady Hamilton, “Delayed Childbearing: More Women Are Having Their First Child Later in Life”, NCHS Data Brief No. 21, August 2009[Machine-readable database]. Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota, 2010
52                            s t A t E  O F  Y O U N G  A M E R I C A  |  R a i s i n g  A  F a m i l y
M o r e  w o r k i n g  M o M S
As young mothers entered the labor force in vast numbers over the past generation, parents simply cannot 
afford to take time off to care for and bond with their children.
•	 Overall, women with children participate in the labor force at around the same rate as all 
women: in 2010, 71.2 percent of women with children under 18 were in the labor force (Figure 
5.2), compared to 75.2 percent of all women ages 25 to 54.6
•	 The labor force participation 
rate of women with children 
rose rapidly, from 56.6 percent 
in 1980—a 25 percent increase 
in one generation (Figure 5.2).
•	 Women with young children 
have joined the workforce 
at the highest rates. Just 
33.9 percent of women with 
children less than one year old 
were part of the labor force 
in 1980. Their 58.7 percent 
participation rate in 2010 
represents a 73.2 percent rise 
over the past 30 years  
(Figure 5.2).
•	 Women with children under 
3 joined the labor force at a 
similar pace and pattern, rising 
from a 41.6 percent participation rate in 1980 to 61.3 percent in 2010 (Figure 5.2).
 
fA M i ly  w o r k l o A d  c h A n g i n g
As more mothers enter the workforce, the way that parents spend their time is changing. Mothers are working 
much more and spending much less time on housework than they were a generation ago, and fathers are 
working slightly less while spending more time both on housework and with their children.
•	 Mothers of young children spend, on average, 22 hours a week working for pay, over 7 hours 
more per week than they spent in 1975. These 7 hours mirror the average reduction in the hours 
mothers spend on housework per week, which has fallen to 16.5 hours per week in 2010 (Figure 
5.3).
•	 Fathers spend, on average, 5.5 hours less at their jobs than they did in 1975, but spend 6 more 
hours per week on housework and child care combined (Figure 5.3).  
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S o u r c e : Dēmos Analysis of Current Population Survey Annual Social and Economic Supplement 
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•	 Though the household 
division of labor is much more 
equal than it was a generation 
ago, mothers still spend 
more time on child care and 
housework than fathers, and 
fathers still spend more time 
at paid work than mothers 
(Figure 5.3).
•	 Overall, mothers’ and fathers’ 
“family workload”—the total 
amount of time spent working 
for pay, doing housework, and 
taking care of children—has 
changed little over the past 
35 years, hovering around 50 
hours a week for both women 
and men (Figure 5.3).
 
n o  pA i d  pA r e n tA l  l e Av e 
Very few new parents have access 
to paid parental leave, and many 
have no access to paid leave of any 
kind, leaving young families with 
few options when they look to 
start or expand their family.
•	 Just 11 percent of all 
workers had access to paid 
family leave benefits in 
2010, while 74 percent of 
workers had access to paid 
vacation days (Figure 5.4). 
•	 78 percent of workers in the bottom quarter of earners had access to unpaid family leave, 
compared to 92 percent in the top quarter (Figure 5.4).
•	 Access to benefits varied widely by income level. Only 5 percent of workers in the bottom 
quarter of earners had access to paid family leave, while 17 percent of workers in the top quarter 
of earners did (Figure 5.4).  
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figure 5.3 | M o t h e r S ’  A n d  f A t h e r S ’  t i M e  u S e  p e r  w e e k ,  S e l e c t e d  A c t i v i t i e S ,  1 9 6 5 - 2 0 1 0
S o u r c e :“The Changing Rhythms of American Family Life”, Bianchi et. Al. Russell Sage Foundation 2007 (1965 -2000) and the American Time Use Survey, Bureau of 
Labor Statistics, http://www.bls.gov/tus/ (2010)
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•	 Just 35 percent of workers in the bottom quarter of earners had 
access to paid sick leave, while 87 percent of workers in the top 
quarter did (Figure 5.4). Overall, just 67 percent of workers 
had access to paid sick leave.
•	 Lack of access to leave of any sort was one of the primary 
reasons that, as of 2003—the most recent data available—25.3 
percent of expecting or recent mothers quit their jobs.7 
•	 In the early 2000s, 55 percent of all mothers returned to work 
within six months after their child was born, and 64 percent 
returned within a year; a generation ago, in the early 1960s, 
only 14 and 17 percent, respectively, of women returned to 
work in the same time frames.8 This change reflects a labor 
force more accepting of women in the workplace, but also 
the economic reality that young families often cannot afford 
to have a mother or father spend more time at home with a 
newborn.
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S o u r c e : Bureau of Labor Statistics, Employee Benefits Survey, Table 32, “Leave Benefits: Access, Civilian Workers”
For Sean and his fiancée 
Melissa, financial 
constraints have meant 
that family life hasn’t been 
easy. Sean usually works 2 
jobs, and is on the clock 
5 days a week from 7:30 
am to 10:00 pm, while Melissa stays at home 
with their 5 month-old. Going back to work 
isn’t an option for Melissa, because the $8/
hour wage at her old job would only partially 
cover the cost of daycare. On top of that, Sean 
would have to quit one of his jobs to pick up 
and drop off their son. 
Their financial constraints are a constant 
struggle. Melissa is thankful that they qualify 
for the WIC program, which helps her pay 
for her son’s formula and basic food that 
they otherwise could not afford. Their family 
is lucky enough to have health insurance 
through Sean’s job, but they still have 
difficulty paying their monthly premium. 
Melissa and Sean want to get married and 
have more children, but they don’t expect 
that to happen any time soon. They have no 
money to save up for a wedding; any extra 
money they have goes towards paying off 
$20,000 of student loans and credit card debt, 
as well as the $2,500 hospital bill they now 
owe after the birth of their son. They expect 
that their debt will be paid down in 6 years. 
Until then, their lives are on hold. 
 “At the end of the day,” Sean says, “one of the 
hardest things for me to accept is that even 
though my workload has increased, I have 
nothing to show for it. All the talents I have, 
all the skills I learned in college are wasted. 
And yet, to afford to pay my bills, to repay 
my debt, and to support my new son I can’t 
look for anything else. There’s no time for 
interviews. There’s no mobility for me here.” •
S e A n  A n d  M e l i S S A ’ S 
S t o r y 
A G E S  2 5 ,  2 6  |  M A S S I L L O N ,  O H
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c h i l d  c A r e :  c o S t S  A n d  A r r A n g e M e n t S
i n c r e A S e  i n  A lt e r n At e  f o r M S  o f  c A r e
Child care arrangements and costs can pose a huge burden for many families. 
•	 Center-based child care fees for two children (an infant and a 4 year-old) exceeded annual median rent 
payments in every state.9
•	 The national average for center-based child care costs in 2010 was $8,900 for full-time care for an infant 
and $7,150 for full-time care for a preschooler.10
•	 As a percent of state 
median income for 
two-parent families, 
the average annual 
cost of child care for 
an infant ranged from 
a high of 16 percent 
in Massachusetts to 
a low of 7.3 percent 
in Mississippi (Figure 
5.5).
•	 Overall, the price of 
center-based child 
care increased by 1.9 
percent between 2009 
and 2010 alone; while 
inflation overall for 
2009 was negative 0.4 
percent.
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S o u r c e : National Association of Child Care Resource & Referral Agencies, Child Care in America State Fact Sheets July 2011
“thE LaCk Of affOrDaBLE ChILD CarE IN CaLIfOrNIa IS 
thE MaIN rEaSON MY hUSBaND haD tO qUIt hIS wELL-
paYING fULL-tIME jOB. thE MONthLY ratE Of $900 a 
MONth pEr ChILD fOr EaCh Of OUr 4 kIDS ExCEEDED 
hIS takE hOME paY. wE DECIDED that It DIDN’t MakE 
SENSE fOr US BOth tO wOrk.” 
- SaNta rOSa, CaLIfOrNIa
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The high cost of care leads many to turn to relatives or ad-hoc child care arrangements, which are particularly 
common among low-income and minority workers.
•	 More children have 
no regular child care 
arrangement (shown 
as “Other” in Figure 
5.6), rising from less 
than 1 percent in 
1985 to 14.1 percent 
today. 
•	 More children are 
being primarily cared 
for by their fathers 
and grandparents. 
Among young 
children with 
employed mothers, 
father care rose from 
15.7 percent in 1985 
to 18.6 percent in 
2010. Grandparent 
care rose even more, 
from 15.9 percent to 
19.4 percent over the 
same period (Figure 
5.6). 
•	 Child care 
arrangements also 
vary widely by 
income, race, and 
education. 25.6 percent of children of families above the poverty line were in center-based care in 
2010, compared to 15.4 percent of children of families below the poverty line (Figure 5.6).
•	 The share of children of below-poverty families in center-based care has fallen significantly in the 
past 22 years, from 21.6 percent in 1988 to 15.4 percent in 2010, as child care costs increasing far 
faster than family incomes or the poverty level priced many families out of center-based care (Figure 
5.6).
•	 Young children of employed Latino mothers were primarily cared for by relatives—collectively, 
at 60.7 percent in 2010—more frequently than children of either employed African American or 
white mothers, of whom 47.6 percent and 44.9 percent, respectively, were cared for by relatives 
(Figure 5.6).
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r E b u i l d i n G  T H E  m i d d l E  c l A S S 
 
t he unraveling of the middle class didn’t happen overnight, and it wasn’t caused by the Great Recession. Rather, the middle class was undermined over the course of several decades by both bad policy decisions and in many cases by a complete 
failure of policymakers to act in the face of broad-reaching economic 
change. Consequently, reviving the middle class is no simple or short-
term endeavor. But we believe it can be done, and done most effectively 
by aiming to improve the trajectory of young people. Think of it this 
way: every major decision about life is made between the ages of 18 
and 34. This is the time when individuals are getting the education and 
skills to compete in the workforce; it’s when they are starting families 
and buying homes; and it’s when they need to begin the long-term act 
of saving for retirement. The path that each young person takes during 
their young adulthood often largely determines whether they end up 
in the middle class as older adults. Given the nation’s current anemic 
levels of investment in young people, the existence of our future middle 
class is severely imperiled. How these early years of adulthood unfold—
and what decisions are made at each marker in adulthood—will either 
make or break someone’s chances of getting ahead and reaching their 
full potential.
c r e At e  g o o d  j o b S —n o w  A n d  i n  t h e  f u t u r e
 
In order to rebuild the middle class, the United States faces two fundamental challenges: we need to increase 
the quantity of jobs being created and we need to increase the quality of those jobs. The Great Recession has 
created a giant hole in the labor market, with 12.4 million jobs still needed to reach pre-recession levels of 
employment.2 If we do nothing, and current economic growth rates continue, it’ll be at least 2016 before 
we’re back to normal. At the same time, the United States faces a severe crisis in job quality—too many of the 
jobs that do exist fall below the standards that most Americans regard as decent work, as measured by wages, 
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benefits and overall working conditions. Young people are feeling the brunt of both of these trends—they have 
the highest rates of unemployment and are earning less than the previous generation in the jobs they do hold.
In order to ensure this generation and future generations can enter the middle class, America must create 
jobs and also increase job quality so that more jobs are good, middle-class positions—or, at minimum, offer 
a means to climb into the middle class. Below are five policies that would directly improve job creation and 
quality, in both the short- and long-term.
A  T E m p O r A r y  d i r E c T  p u b l i c  j O b S  p r O G r A m
to put millions of Americans back to work immediately, using public funds in the most efficient way to 
directly hire out-of-work Americans and build the consumer demand that fuels private-sector job creation. 
These jobs would be available to all unemployed workers, but young people would be given a priority for 
hiring. A $100 billion, two-year public jobs program would create more than 1.5 million new jobs at peak 
employment, compared to 568,000 jobs created by a comparable increase in spending on unemployment 
insurance and food stamps, or just 108,000 jobs created by Bush-style tax cuts of comparable size.3 A direct 
jobs program allows the government to offer work where it is most needed and to those individuals who most 
need it. Finally, it allows these jobs to be made available to people immediately, when they need them, rather 
than requiring them to wait for the economy to recover before they can put their lives back on track.4 The 
President’s American Jobs Act proposes a small amount of spending ($5 billion) on a “Pathway Back to Work 
Fund,” which would provide subsidized jobs, as well as training, for young adults and low-income adults. This 
level of proposed spending falls short in meeting the scale of the challenge facing non-college educated young 
people. The President’s plan proposes $90 billion in infrastructure spending—a plan that would both spur job 
creation and lay a stronger foundation for future growth.  This investment is surely needed, and will help spur 
short-term job creation, yet it does not fundamentally alter the long-term plan to invest in rebuilding and 
sustaining America’s infrastructure.
A  l O n G -T E r m  p u b l i c  i n V E S Tm E n T  p l A n  to provide a foundation for sustained economic growth 
in the private sector by strengthening the public structures that facilitate business and individual success. 
Through investments in efficient roads, rail lines, seaports and airports, safe drinking water, waste systems, 
reliable electrical transmission, new scientific research, 21st-century energy technologies, and a financial 
system that successfully provides credit to small businesses, public investment lays the groundwork for private 
sector productivity and the private creation of solid, middle-class jobs. These investments produce critical 
public goods—like a transportation 
system that can bring millions of workers 
to their jobs quickly and affordably—that 
the private market relies on, but would 
not generate on its own. Yet, despite a 
substantial, one-time infusion of public 
dollars through the American Recovery 
and Reinvestment Act, the nation’s 
long-term investment in infrastructure 
is inadequate. The American Society of 
Civil Engineers gave the nation a grade of D on the state of its physical infrastructure in 2009.5 Last year, a 
bipartisan group of transportation experts6 estimated that the United States needs to spend an extra “$134 
billion to $262 billion per year for roughly the next quarter century” to meet its transportation infrastructure 
needs and ensure future prosperity. Meanwhile the world’s other major economic powers, including China 
and the European Union, are making substantial national investments in transportation infrastructure, 
“thE aMErICaN GOVErNMENt haS 
hIStOrICaLLY pLaYED a CrItICaL 
rOLE IN MakING thE INVEStMENtS 
that SpUrrED prIVatE ENtErprISE 
aND prODUCtIVItY” 
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including freight facilities, ports, and high speed rail lines that will promote economic growth in the coming 
decades.7 With lagging public investment, America risks losing ground to countries that have invested more 
wisely. From the Erie Canal to the Interstate Highway System to the American military’s investments in 
the basic research that produced jet aviation, the internet, and the computer, the American government has 
historically played a critical role in making the investments that spurred private enterprise and productivity. 
As the bipartisan political leaders of the Building America’s Future fund note, “the infrastructure past 
generations built for us – and the good policymaking that built it—is a key reason America became an 
economic superpower.” To continue that tradition, we propose investing roughly $200 billion annually in 
the development and maintenance of physical infrastructure, clean energy, and providing credit to small 
businesses. Another critical part of the nation’s infrastructure—the schools, colleges and training programs 
that produce an educated citizenry and workforce—is considered in its own section of this report. 
i n c r E A S E  T H E  F E d E r A l  m i n i m u m  wA G E  so that people working hard at low-wage jobs are able to 
live above poverty. The Federal minimum wage was introduced in 1938 in order to guarantee a minimally 
decent level of income for all those who work. However, since the 1980s the minimum wage failed to keep 
up with inflation. The value of the minimum wage today is 30 percent below its peak in 1968. The minimum 
wage was last raised in 2009, to 
$7.25. Before this gradual increase 
was approved in 2007, it had been a 
decade since the last minimum wage 
increase. A majority of minimum wage 
earners are adults living in low-income 
households and making significant 
contributions to their family’s total 
income.8 Far from disappearing, 
low-wage jobs are expected to make 
up a growing part of the U.S. economy. The Department of Labor projects that, over the coming decade, the 
largest job growth will be in low-paying occupations: jobs such as home health aides, food service workers, 
and retail salespeople.9 Research shows that a higher minimum wage does not result in lost jobs, as many have 
warned.10 For example, there is no evidence that states that increased their minimum wages above the federal 
level suffered job loss as a result. In fact, minimum wage increases stimulate economic growth by putting 
money in the pockets of people most likely to spend it: a recent study by the Federal Reserve Bank of Chicago 
concluded that every $1.00 increase in the minimum wage results in a $2,800 boost in spending by a low-
wage worker’s household over the following year.11
We propose phasing in an increase of the federal minimum wage to $10.00 an hour by 2013, restoring much 
of its lost buying power and ensuring that a family of three with a single working parent will not fall below the 
federal poverty line. The new minimum wage should be indexed to inflation so that workers’ wages keep up 
with the cost of living.
S t r e n g t h e n  t h e  r i g h t S  o f  w o r k i n g  p e o p l e  t o  o r g A n i z e  u n i o n S  A n d  b A r g A i n 
c o l l e c t i v e ly  to reverse a generation of decline in the ability for workers to negotiate pay and benefits. 
Unions were instrumental in creating the American middle class, and today they continue to empower 
millions of Americans to bargain for wages and benefits that are capable of sustaining a middle-class standard 
of living. Among workers in similar jobs, unionized employees are significantly more likely to earn middle-
class wages;12 and have sick, family, and vacation leave policies, health care, and retirement plans.13 Unions 
“wE prOpOSE phaSING IN aN 
INCrEaSE Of thE fEDEraL MINIMUM 
waGE tO $10.00 aN hOUr BY 2013, 
rEStOrING MUCh Of ItS LOSt BUYING 
pOwEr” 
62                            s t A t E  O F  Y O U N G  A M E R I C A  |  P o l i c y  R e c o m m e n d a t i o n s
also improve wages and job quality even for those who are not members: in areas and industries with a high 
degree of union representation, unions can exert upward pressure on industry standards across-the-board.14 
Today, the system meant to defend the rights of employees to form unions no longer functions. Weak and 
slow-moving enforcement of labor rights allows employers to routinely violate the law, threatening and 
harassing employees who attempt to organize. Illegal threats, bribes, and even the firing of union organizers 
are commonplace.15 Employees who dare to stand up for their right to join a union can face years of 
unemployment when they are illegally fired, while employers face virtually no penalty for denying their 
employees’ basic legal rights. A policy based on the Employee Free Choice Act considered by Congress in 
2007 that strengthens penalties and replaces the easily abused mechanism of National Labor Relations Board 
(NLRB) elections with a streamlined employee sign-up procedure would restore Americans’ ability to choose 
union representation. In every workplace where a majority of employees want union representation, they 
could join easily, and begin to negotiate the pay and benefits that would enable them to enter the middle class.
i M p r o v e  A c c e S S  t o  c o l l e g e  A n d  t r A i n i n g
Education has long been recognized as a primary means of improving one’s economic prospects and moving 
into the middle class. Education is also critical to the expansion of the middle class as a whole. Researchers 
have attributed the prosperity 
that built the middle class in 
the last century to the rapid 
rise in educational attainment 
among American youth during 
the first half of the twentieth 
century.16  Similarly, they argue 
that the slowdown in American 
educational attainment is a 
major reason why the middle class has enjoyed fewer of the benefits of economic growth over the past forty 
years. In one generation, the percentage of Americans with college degrees has gone from first in the world 
to eleventh. Financial barriers are a major reason why nearly half of all young people drop out of college and 
why millions never enroll in the first place.17 We need to improve the ability of high school graduates to afford 
and complete college, and at the same time, provide alternative options for those young people for whom 
going back to college is no longer an option by strengthening our nation’s system of workforce development 
and training. Of course, better aligned workforce development would also aid older workers displaced by 
outsourcing or suffering long-term unemployment since the Great Recession.
c r E AT E  A  c O n T r A c T  F O r  c O l l E G E
that provides better targeted aid and early information about available aid to families to facilitate planning 
and aspirations. As college tuition has more than tripled, rising faster than both inflation and family income, 
more students are being denied the opportunity to reap the social and economic benefits of higher education. 
While young people are going to college at higher rates than ever before, wide disparities in access and 
completion remain. The enrollment gap between low-income families and high-income families is as high as 
it was three decades ago. And the racial gap in college enrollment has actually widened. Many hardworking 
students are being priced out of pursuing and completing higher education—a fundamental component 
to upward mobility and opportunity in American society. And those who do enroll are leaving college with 
unprecedented levels of debt, often without a degree in hand. In 2010, the nation’s total outstanding student 
“IN ONE GENEratION, thE pErCENtaGE 
Of aMErICaNS wIth COLLEGE DEGrEES 
haS GONE frOM fIrSt IN thE wOrLD tO 
ELEVENth” 
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loan debt outpaced its credit card debt for the first time,18 and student indebtedness is likely to continue 
growing quickly in the absence of bold policy reforms.
A Contract for College would unify the existing three strands of federal financial aid—Pell grants, loans, and 
work-study—into one guaranteed financial aid package for students. Grants would make up the bulk of aid 
for students from low- and moderate-income families. The Contract would recognize the important value of 
reciprocity, so part of the Contract for every student will include some amount of student loan aid 
and/or work-study requirement. An important component in designing this program is to ensure that families 
have early knowledge of the financial resources available to their children to attend college. Using information 
collected by the IRS on tax returns, the Department of Education could send all households with students in 
the 7th grade and above an annual notice of their Contract for College that estimates their aid package using the 
average cost of attendance at public 4-year and 2-year institutions. In this system, whether a teenager dreams 
about writing code or working with animals, they will know the amount of resources available to pursue their 
goals and can plan, both academically and financially, much earlier than they can under the current system.
S T r E n G T H E n  T H E  c O m m u n i T y  c O l l E G E  S y S T E m  to provide much needed resources to America’s 
nearly 1,200 open-enrollment community colleges to better meet the many demands on these institutions. 
Community colleges serve many purposes—including providing a lower-cost option for achieving the first 
two years of a bachelor’s degree, but also importantly, they are central to the effort to achieve a high-skills 
workforce. In the coming decades, a large proportion of new jobs are projected in fields like health care 
that require education and training beyond high school, but not necessarily a four-year college degree.19 
Enabling young people to train, 
or re-train for these largely 
middle-class jobs provides 
an important mechanism for 
individuals to improve their 
economic prospects. To meet 
this vital demand, we need to 
both strengthen community 
colleges’ capacity to provide 
workforce training and improve 
the nation’s weak system of workforce development policies. We support enacting President Obama’s plan for 
the American Graduation Initiative to invest $12 billion in community colleges over the next decade with the 
aim of producing 5 million additional community college graduates. To improve workforce development, the 
system needs both greater funding support and system reforms to better align its programs to labor market 
needs. While the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act provided a $4 billion boost in funding for job 
training programs in 2009, the temporary increase failed to reverse the long-term shortfall in federal job 
training resources: in real dollars, Workforce Investment Act funding has fallen almost 30 percent over the 
past decade, while funding for other adult education and workforce preparedness programs has also declined.20 
We propose a plan that promotes partnerships between employers and community colleges in order to tailor 
job training programs to the demand for industries growing in the region. Previous legislation that would have 
reformed workforce development strategies in this way includes the Strengthening Employment Clusters to 
Organize Regional Success (SECTORS) Act, which was passed unanimously by the House of Representatives 
in 2010 but was not taken up by the Senate.    
 
“wE NEED tO BOth StrENGthEN 
COMMUNItY COLLEGES’ CapaCItY tO 
prOVIDE wOrkfOrCE traINING aND 
IMprOVE thE NatION’S wEak SYStEM Of 
wOrkfOrCE DEVELOpMENt pOLICIES” 
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p r o v i d e  pA i d  l e Av e  A n d  c o M p r e h e n S i v e  e A r ly  c A r e  A n d  e d u c At i o n
Providing the next generation with a good start in life begins with the ability of parents to spend time with 
their newborns and provide them with high-quality child care through their infant and toddler years. Yet 
in recent decades, the number 
of American families in which 
both parents are employed has 
increased dramatically as more 
women enter the workforce. 
Public policy and workplace 
practices have not kept up 
with the shift. Unlike all other 
advanced nations, federal policy 
in the U.S. does not guarantee any form of paid leave to new parents. And today, despite nearly two-thirds of 
mothers with young children having jobs, our nation has yet to ensure that all families have access to high-
quality child care. The issues of paid family leave and child care are of paramount concern to young people 
since the majority of young children are being raised by parents in their 20s and early 30s.
p r o v i d e  pA i d  fA M i ly  l e Av e  f o r  A l l  w o r k e r S  by establishing an American Family Trust which 
is funded by premiums paid equally by employers and employees. Currently, federal law only provides 12 
weeks of unpaid family leave, and only for workers at businesses with 50 or more employees. But millions of 
Americans cannot afford to take leave without pay.21 And because only a small proportion of employees receive 
paid leave benefits directly from their employers, working Americans are still forced to risk their incomes and 
jobs to maintain their families.22 The U.S. policy of offering only unpaid leave to deal with major life events 
stands in sharp contrast to the rest of the world. For example, 169 countries guarantee some form of paid 
leave to new parents—the U.S. joins Liberia, Papua New Guinea, and Swaziland on the short list of nations 
that leave workers alone to cope with this life-changing event and fail to mandate that employers provide 
paid time off when a child is born.23 The new American Family Trust would provide a modest standard for 
the United States: 12 weeks of partially paid leave to enable working families to provide needed care for loved 
ones without losing their jobs. The American Family Trust would also have benefits for employers, especially 
small businesses that often have the greatest difficulty providing paid leave on their own. Enabling employees 
to address major life events like the arrival of a new baby or a spouse’s serious illness enables companies to 
recruit and retain the best employees and can improve workplace morale and productivity. It will also help 
employers save money in reduced turnover costs. For example, California’s modest six-week paid family leave 
program has improved retention among low-wage workers by ten percent.24 This represents no small savings 
given that turnover costs can amount to 25 to 200 percent of an employee’s annual compensation when 
recruiting, hiring, training, and other requirements are taken into account.25 Although business lobbyists were 
initially the most vehement opponents of California’s paid leave program, five years after its implementation 
nine out of ten employers reported no negative effect on business profitability or performance, with small 
businesses even less likely to detect any damaging impact on their bottom line.26  
 
 
 
 
 
“UNLIkE aLL OthEr aDVaNCED NatIONS, 
fEDEraL pOLICY IN thE U.S. DOES NOt 
GUaraNtEE aNY fOrM Of paID LEaVE 
tO NEw parENtS” 
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E n S u r E  H i G H-Q uA l i T y  c A r E  F O r  A l l  c H i l d r E n  through a range of policies designed to enable 
parents to find and afford high-quality child care. Substantial research indicates that birth to age three is a 
critical time in a child’s development, impacting later school performance and economic outcomes.27 Yet 
low- to middle-income households struggle to afford and find high-quality care.28 Current policy and budget 
priorities have left these needs unmet. Early Head Start, which reaches low-income children under 3, only has 
enough funding to reach less than 3 percent of eligible families. Head Start, which is aimed at 3- and 4-year-
olds, has enough funding to reach just 40 percent of eligible preschoolers. Child care subsidies to help low- 
and middle-income families are too modest to make high-quality care affordable for most of these households. 
And subsidized child care slots often have long waiting lists. Recently proposed cuts threaten to render 
these programs still more deficient. To harness the economic and social potential of the next generation, 
we will have to significantly expand our investment in the educational pipeline that begins with child care 
and preschool. We support a package of investments recommended by a collaboration of national and state 
organizations to improve quality, access, and affordability of child care.29 These include the provision of 
resources to upgrade the quality and training of providers; expansion of tax credits for moderate- and middle-
income households; and new investments to ensure all low-income families who wish to participate can enroll 
in Early Head Start and Head Start. The estimated cost of investing in a high-quality early care system would 
average an additional $88 billion per year.  
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They  say  we’ l l  be  the  f i r s t  generat ion wor se  o f f  than our  parent s—we won’t  l e t  that 
happen. 
Y oung Invincibles is proud to announce the next step in our work to expand opportunity for all young Americans between 18 and 34. The “Campaign for Young America” is designed to build off the State of Young America report, to turn the energy, hope 
and frustration about the lack of opportunity in the economy into concrete 
policy and a way forward for our generation and country. The Campaign will 
ultimately highlight the specific changes that young people want and demand 
of their leaders to ensure that our generation is not, as many are predicting, 
left worse off than our parents. Through youth engagement and action, the 
Campaign will push our political leaders and the media to address the barriers to 
opportunity facing young people in this country.
Over the last several months we’ve spent countless hours gathering the latest data and polling, but we also 
went out and talked face-to-face to our peers about the problems facing young Americans. Young Invincibles 
and our many partners held over 15 in-depth roundtable discussions around the country to hear young 
people's economic concerns and ideas. We heard from all types of young people from around the country: 
from San Jose, California to Wayne, Nebraska; from young entrepreneurs to community college students 
to soldiers. Despite the differences, we consistently heard the same messages ring out loud and clear.  Young 
people are anxious about their economic future. They know firsthand that jobs are scarce. They have less 
money in their pockets even as the price of education, rent, and health care rise beyond reach. They worry 
that very few can succeed in today’s economy and that the middle class is getting squeezed. But there is also 
a consistent feeling of hope that somehow, someway they will find a way to succeed and so will the country.  
Importantly, they saw the problems but also had ideas and solutions that they thought could help.  They had a 
powerful voice that deserves to be heard. 
t h e  p l A n:
The Campaign for Young America will roll out over the course of the next 15 months to help give young 
adults a voice in identifying specific solutions to the economic problems facing our generation and country. 
We believe it is our generation’s responsibility to not only describe the problems, but to use all our skills, 
insights, passion and hard work to create the way forward.  We will work with hundreds of thousands of 
young adults to develop concrete solutions and a mechanism to get involved, be heard, and make a difference 
at the federal, state and local level. 
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With the release of this report, we will launch the Campaign for Young America website
(www.CampaignForYoungAmerica.org). A major national social media campaign will follow this winter that 
will allow young people to vote on and share their economic solutions with their social networks and then 
take action. In early Spring 2012, Young Invincibles will host a Youth Jobs Bus Tour across the country, with 
dozens of youth roundtables discussions, events on campuses and off, and direct action bringing the voices 
of young adults to our political leaders. In May of 2012, we’ll present the culmination and synthesis of the 
youth roundtables, a coherent, specific agenda on federal policy—the Young American Dream Agenda—that 
will describe the changes hundreds of thousands of our generation demand. With youth partners around the 
country, we will bring the Agenda directly to our state and national political leaders, to demand that they do 
their part in making that Dream a reality.  
To sign up for updates on the Campaign for Young America, offer your own ideas or if you just want to learn 
more, go to www.CampaignforYoungAmerica.org.
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generation across the country to learn about the challenges they face day today. The organizations include: 
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the Illinois Education Foundation, and the Roosevelt Institute. Thank you for your leadership. 
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